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ROCKVILLE 

 
Despite outspoken opposit ion from the Board of Educat ion, PTA and the county s 

Civic Federation, the Montgomery County Council approved the controversial sale of the site of 
former Robert E. Peary High School on Tuesday to its longtime tenants, the Melvin J. Berman 
Hebrew Academy. Though the terms of the sale allow for the county to buy the property back 
in the future, critics of the deal say the $1.9 million the county is gaining now is not worth the 
loss in years to come.  

I do not believe that the school system will not have a need for this land in the near future, 
Civic Federation President Peggy Dennis said in an exclusive interview following the vote. We 
are doing ourselves, the taxpayers and the kids a disservice by agreeing to this.  

The 20-acre piece of land is the biggest school site in the county. It was leased to the Berman 
Hebrew Academy in 1996 and the terms of that lease stipulated a possible purchase after 10 
years of renting. Critics of the sale, such as members of the Civic Federation, said the $1.9 
million is far less than the property s assessed value  $14.5 million.  

This $1.9 million is chicken feed 

 

pocket change, Dennis said. They are very good tenants, 
but it simply isn t good land stewardship to sell public land to private enterprises.  

The current agreement allows the county to purchase the property back for $1.9 million 
purchase price, adjusted for inflation, plus the cost of various renovations the Berman Hebrew 
Academy has put in. Those renovations have amounted to $8.2 million since 1996, according to 
an official from the school who spoke at the meeting. The county has a right to repurchase the 
property if the school ceases to use the building for educational purposes for more than 180 
days or if the school puts up the building for sale for something other than a school. Outgoing 
Councilwoman Duchy Trachtenberg (D-At-large), who has supported the sale since the start, 
argued that not allowing the academy to buy the land would disrupt the community.  

The academy no doubt has earned a permanent place in our community, Trachtenberg said. 
This building was really abandoned by Montgomery schools.  

Peary High School was closed in 1984 and sat vacant until 1996. The Berman Hebrew Academy 
was able to lease the building through a lease overseen by former County Executive Doug 
Duncan. According to Councilwoman Nancy Navarro (D-Dist. 4) between 1984 and 1996, the 
building fell to disrepair and became a magnet for crime, drugs and vandalism.  

The surrounding neighborhood was desperate for relief when the Berman Academy leased the 
school and renovated the dilapidated facilit y, Navarro said. Aspen Hill has become 
increasingly diverse over the years, and all neighborhood residents, including many Latino 
families seeking a safe and stable neighborhood, have benefited from the Berman Academy s 
restorat ion.  

The sale was passed by a 8-1 vote with only Councilman Phil Andrews (D-Dist. 3) voting against 
it.  

I have not been convinced that it is in public interest to support the sale, Andrews said.  



Councilman Marc Elrich (D-At large) spoke in opposition of the sale in the weeks leading up to 
the vote but ult imately vot ing for the sale because it was a good deal.  

The only redeeming thing about this price is that if we need to buy it back, we d also get it 
back at what I think is an art if icially low price, Elrich said.  

One member of the Civic Federation, Drew Powell, accused council President Nancy Floreen 
(D-At large) of not allowing him to speak freely at a Nov. 23 hearing. He made a final attempt 
to appeal to the county council by sending its members an open letter Monday. Powell wrote 
that he has been investigating the sale of public schools to private enterprises, paying 
particular attention to any political ties to council members with land developers.  

It came as a great shock to Montgomery County cit izens when it was found that in many cases 
more than half of many candidates polit ical cont ribut ions came from development -related 
interests.  It must also be noted that in addit ion to cont ribut ions to former County Council 
members and the former county executive, Berman Academy, interests have donated more 
than $31,000 to current Montgomery County Council members, as well as the current county 
execut ive, since the f irst proposals were made to convert the Peary lease to a sale.  

Powell also wrote that County Execut ive Isiah Ike  Leggett (D) received $17,000 in campaign 
contributions from the Berman Hebrew Academy, which also gave $9,000 to Councilman George 
Leventhal (D-At large).    

There are quest ions of polit ical ethics and campaign cont ribut ions at stake, Dennis said. 
And at the meet ing Tuesday, they acted like they never even read the let ter.  

The Board of Education members argued that projections estimated an uptick in enrollment of 
155,000 Montgomery County Public Schools students by 2016.  

Somewhere off in the future, some Board of Educat ion is going to say, Oh my gosh, I wish 
that property was st ill available, Board of Educat ion President Pat ricia O Neill said. We ve 
reclaimed and reopened many schools before.  

But council members seemed in agreement Tuesday that the Board of Educat ion s argument to 
not sell the school was not enough.  

At the end of the day, they are not very persuasive, Council Vice President Valerie Ervin (D-
Dist. 5) said. A 2005 proposal to sell the property for $1.6 million never made it to the county 
council vote. Councilwomen Navarro and Ervin opposed the proposal at the time as members of 
the School Board.  

Although I am sat isf ied that other facilit ies are available if addit ional space becomes 
necessary, I did have to weigh this decision carefully, Navarro said. As a former President of 
the Board of Education, I am keenly aware of the need for adequate facilities to accommodate 
our growing enrollment, and I believe we must carefully evaluate our process for surplusing 
MCPS properties to ensure that valuable county assets are safeguarded for future generat ions.   


